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A meta-analysis of the correlation between Heritage Language and ethnic identity 
 
Abstract 
The interaction between Heritage Language and ethnic identity has gained increasing scholarly 
attention over the past decades. Numerous quantitative studies have investigated and vindicated 
this interaction within certain contexts. Nevertheless, quantitative evidence on this interaction 
across contexts is absent to date. The current meta-analysis aims to make a contribution in this 
regard. By integrating relevant studies, this meta-analysis presents a powerful estimation of the 
reality in relation to the interaction between Heritage Language and ethnic identity. By virtue of 
certain retrieval strategies and selection criteria, the meta-analysis includes 44 datasets 
emerging from 18 studies that have addressed the statistical correlation between the proficiency 
of Heritage Language and the sense of ethnic identity associated with different ethnic groups. 
When contrasted to one another, the results of these included studies are significantly different. 
However, when combined together, these studies point to a statistically significant moderate 
positive correlation between sense of ethnic identity and proficiency of Heritage Language 
across different ethnic groups. This result has a medium effect. The meta-analysis also inspires 
some methodological and theoretical discussions. 
Keywords: Heritage Language proficiency; ethnic identity; correlation; meta-analysis 
 
Introduction 
The language-identity link has long been recognized and has attracted a great deal of 
speculative attention. Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), the German philosopher, 
observed that even the smallest nations cherish the great deeds of their forefathers in and 
through their languages, and concluded that language is the collective treasure of group 
feeling (Barnard 1969). Similarly, Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), the Prussian 
philosopher, insisted that language is the “spiritual exhalation” of a nation (Cowan 1963, 277). 
In light of these historical assumptions of a necessary language-identity link, the role played 
by language in the process of identity construction and how identity helps language 
maintenance and development have been widely and deeply examined in recent literature.  
The concepts of Heritage Language (HL) and ethnic identity have been well developed 
in scholarly work. In English-speaking countries, HL denotes a language other than English 
that is associated with one’s cultural background and may or may not be spoken in the home 
or in the heritage community (Chinen and Tucker 2005, Cho, Cho, and Tse 1997). Ethnic 
identity, as understood by social psychological scholarship, refers to a certain subjective 
sense of belonging to a given ethnic group and particular feelings and attitudes that 
accompany this sense of group membership (Phinney 1990). It is the extent to which 
individuals are engaged in culturally expected behaviors and the maintenance of these 
behaviors, and to which individuals are fascinated with their knowledge of culture and the 
value ascribed to their cultural origins (Rosenthal and Feldman 1992). In short, ethnic 
identity has been commonly understood as the alignment or affiliation with, or membership 
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in, a particular ethnic group; as well as a sense of emotional and cultural ties, which a person 
has with that ethnic group; and the meanings of the ties to that person. 
The burgeoning of fruitful cross-disciplinary research examining the role played by HL 
in ethnic identity construction started in the 1980s (Giles and Johnson 1987). In the literature, 
HL is frequently cited as one of the most important and powerful contributors to ethnic 
identity construction. It serves as a symbol of ethnic identity and cultural solidarity to remind 
the language minority groups about their cultural heritage and to transmit group feelings 
(Hurtado and Gurin 1995). HL development can be an important part of, and contributor to, 
ethnic identity formation and maintenance (Cho 2000, Cho, Cho, and Tse 1997). In contrast, 
lack of HL proficiency contributes to descending ethnic identity because language barriers 
contribute to intergenerational conflict within family milieu and impinge negatively on 
socialization as children become frustrated when they are unable to communicate effectively 
with their family members, heritage peers, and heritage communities. When family 
relationships weaken, parental influences fade, and social ties loosen, the older generation is 
hampered in its efforts to transmit ethnic values (Hinton 1999, Wong-Fillmore 1991). 
Concomitantly, the ethnic identity fades away.  
Since the late 1980s, the mutually constitutive effect between HL learning and ethnic 
identity construction has been gaining significant research ground. There is a volume of 
evidence about this relationship associated with different ethnic groups, including but not 
limited to Chinese Americans and Chinese Canadians (Feuerverger 1991, Kiang 2008, Noro 
2009, Rosenthal and Feldman 1992, Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe 2009, Mehri 2011); Korean 
Americans and Korean Canadians (Feuerverger 1991, Lee 2002, Hong 2010); Armenian-, 
Japanese-, Mexican-, and Vietnamese-Americans (Chinen and Tucker 2005, Bankston and 
Zhou 1995, Phinney et al. 2001, Maloof, Rubin, and Miller 2006, Imbens-Bailey 1996); 
Latin- and Asian-Americans (Oh & Au, 2005; Oh & Fuligni, 2010); Italian-, Portuguese-, 
Ukrainian-, and Jewish-Canadians (Feuerverger 1991, 1989); Turkish and Hispanic 
Australians (Yagmur, Bot, and Korzilius 1999, Gibbons and Ramirez 2004); as well as 
Bangladeshi and Welsh British (Giles and Johnson 1987, Lawson and Sachdev 2004). Studies 
addressing bi- and multi-ethnic groups are emerging (Mehri 2011, Nelson 2012). Each 
individual study convincingly claims the HL-ethnic identity link within a particular context. 
Nonetheless, each individual study differs from one another in terms of their foci on different 
dimensions of ethnic identity and different skills and use patterns of HL. It is also worth 
noting that ethnic groups live in different cultural contexts and social spaces. They consist of 
diverse ethnic populations with different demographic features and sociocultural backgrounds, 
including but not limited to age, gender, generation, social class, racial background, the 
strength of ethnic identity, and the level of HL proficiency. In this respect, findings from each 
individual study may not be generalized to a different context. A cross-ethnic claim for the 
necessary ethnic identity-HL bears further scrutiny.  
Given the scholarly attention to ethnic identity and HL, it is critical to offer a 
quantitative approach to integrating this part of scholarship so that an informative reference 
can be posed as general evidence in the literature. The current study addresses this by 
conducting a meta-analysis of the relationship between ethnic identity and HL proficiency 
investigated by previous studies. This will be developed in several stages. Firstly, the 
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methodology behind the meta-analysis is discussed. Following this methodology, the current 
study contrasts and combines findings from a wide range of studies. This helps to reduce the 
possible bias derived from the findings of any single study and to make a more powerful 
estimation of the reality that is less influenced by local findings. Next, the study summarizes 
and abstracts the knowledge of the HL research field with which the meta-analysis engages. 
This summarized and abstracted knowledge is then compared with the knowledge emerging 
from different, but pertinent contexts to provide methodological and theoretical insights into 
common issues within the scholarly field of HL research. 
 
The meta-analysis 
The goal of meta-analysis is to generalize to a range of scenarios and to extrapolate from 
the populations included in the meta-analysis to other populations. By synthesizing the 
selected studies, meta-analysis has the power to examine the consistency of the findings from 
those included studies. Moreover, it can summarize the existing findings and generalize a 
robust implication across the domain of the included studies. Therefore, meta-analysis is 
critically important for the aim to compute and test the magnitude of a summary effect of a 
phenomenon that is of common interest across the included studies. This quantitative 
reflection of the magnitude of effect is called ‘effect size’ (Kelley and Preacher 2012). It 
measures how meaningful and important an effect is in a standardized way. Thus, effect size 
is the key parameter used in meta-analysis. Its cutoff range of .10-.30, .30-.50, .50-.80, 
and .80-1.00 indicates small, medium, large, or super large effect of a statistical relationship 
(Field 2001). 
As stated earlier, there is a substantial body of literature investigating the interaction 
between ethnic identity and HL across different ethnic groups. However, not all these studies 
are eligible to be included in this meta-analysis. First and foremost, meta-analysis is a 
statistical model per se. It is only possible to include quantitative studies in the meta-analysis. 
From a quantitative methodological point of view, the included studies can be distinct from 
one another due to their differences in sampling strategies, demographic features of the 
sample, sample size, measurement approaches, and the strength of the statistical correlation, 
as well as the significance level, the statistical power, and the effect size of the findings. 
Consequently, the included studies examining the correlation between ethnic identity and HL 
proficiency have produced varying results. By virtue of the mechanism of meta-analysis, this 
study has the power to contrast and combine the findings of the included studies in a 
standardized way. Drawing insights from the results of the meta-analysis, the study provides 
estimation of the reality regarding the relationship between HL and ethnic identity. The 
strategies of the retrieval of relevant studies and the selection criteria for the included studies 
are reported. 
Retrieval of studies 
An extensive Internet- and computer-based search for studies addressing the interaction 
between ethnic identity and Heritage Language was firstly conducted. Academic searching 
engines, such as Google Scholar, and databases, including but not limited to EBSCO and 
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Pro-Quest, were used to seek relevant studies, searching the keywords of ‘‘ethnic identity’’ 
and ‘‘Heritage Language’’ in title and abstract. This initial stage helped to retrieve 67 journal 
articles and conference papers investigating the interaction between ethnic identity and HL. 
These studies were downloaded and photocopies were obtained for those unavailable online. 
A review of these studies helped to shortlist 41 quantitative studies. Next, the reference lists 
of these 41 journal articles and conference papers were looked through. Any article in the 
reference lists with a title indicating the relationship between ethnic identity and HL was also 
retrieved and reviewed. In this way, another ten additional quantitative studies were found. 
The reference lists of these ten articles were also looked through but no new article seemed 
relevant to the current topic. Therefore, a total of 51 studies (50 journal articles and one 
conference paper) became candidate studies that may be eligible for the current 
meta-analysis. 
Additionally, a deep search for doctoral and master theses investigating the interaction 
between ethnic identity and HL was conducted by using the databases of Pro-Quest 
Dissertations & Theses Global and Trove: Australian Theses. Advanced search for keywords 
of “Heritage Language” and “ethnic identity” within title and abstract was used. Twenty-four 
theses were retrieved. The abstracts of these theses were reviewed in turn. Eight of them 
adopted quantitative approach. These eight theses also became candidate studies that may be 
eligible for the meta-analysis. 
Inclusion of studies 
The retrieved 51 candidate studies and eight candidate theses were carefully reviewed in 
turn. Of all these candidate studies, only those that met the selection criteria were included in 
the current meta-analysis. Methodologically accepted studies in the meta-analysis have to 
investigate the statistical correlation between ethnic identity (or certain dimensions of ethnic 
identity) and HL proficiency (or certain skills of HL competency), and at least report the 
sample size (n) of the study and the correlation coefficient (r) between ethnic identity and HL 
proficiency. Conforming to the methodological selection criteria, 18 studies were included. 
Thirteen of them are journal articles, four of them are theses and one is a conference paper. 
Given the volume of the literature, it is possible that the studies included in the 
meta-analysis do not represent an exhaustive list. However, given the breadth of the search 
methods and sources used, the studies included in the meta-analysis were considered well 
representative of the published data in the area. Table 1 summarizes the included studies in 
this meta-analysis. 
[Table 1 near here] 
Research questions and hypotheses 
Despite of different foci, the included studies had one common concern – the statistical 
correlation between ethnic identity and HL proficiency. However, the included studies were 
conducted in different cultural contexts, following different research design, and regarding 
different ethnic groups. Therefore these studies presented varying results in the strength and 
significance level of the correlation (as shown in Table 1). The current meta-analysis seeks to 
consider a general solution to the common problem investigated by different studies. 
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Specifically, the meta-analysis examines whether extant findings are consistent across the 
included studies and whether an overall correlation between ethnic identity and HL 
proficiency exists across different ethnic groups. Corresponding to these research questions, 
two null hypotheses were posed: H01, There is no statistically significant difference in the 
results of the included studies; and H02, There is no statistically significant correlation 
between ethnic identity and HL proficiency across different ethnic groups. 
Analysis and results 
At the initial stage, the aim of the meta-analysis is to contrast the results of the included 
studies and examine whether the results of the included studies are consistent with one 
another. As the fixed-effect model assumes all the included studies to be identical and 
homogeneous (Hedges and Vevea 1998), it can function to test the first null hypothesis that 
the effect size of all the included studies does not statistically significantly differ from one 
another.  
Before hypothesis testing, certain studies were split into different datasets. For example, 
some studies (Nelson 2012, Phinney et al. 2001) included different sub-samples and thus 
each sub-sample produced an individual dataset. Some studies (Feuerverger 1989, Gibbons 
and Ramirez 2004, Kang and Kim 2012, Oh and Au 2005) reported the statistical correlation 
between the overall ethnic identity and each of the different dimensions of HL proficiency 
separately, while some studies (Kiang 2008, Maloof, Rubin, and Miller 2006, Oh and Fuligni 
2010) reported the correlation between the overall HL proficiency and each of the different 
dimensions of ethnic identity separately. Hence, each correlation corresponded to an 
individual dataset. In this way, the 18 studies were divided into 43 datasets. 
The first null hypothesis makes the assumption that all the included studies share a 
common effect size in general. The assumption of homogeneity in effects of the included 
studies can be tested by Q statistic, which was explicitly discussed by Hedges (1992) and 
Hedges and Vevea (1998) and later succinctly summarized by Borenstein et al. (2009). An 
introduction to the algorithm of Q statistic follows. 
In the first step, the value of correlation coefficient ri of each study is converted to the 
Fisher’s zi score as the effect size of each study. The functional relationship between 
correlation coefficient r and effect size Fisher’s z is given by the formulae: 
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The assumption of homogeneity in effects of the included studies can be tested by Q 
statistic, where Q value can be computed by the formula: 
∑ - 2)(= zzWQ ii  
Under the null hypothesis, Q follows a central chi-squared distribution with degrees of 
freedom equal to the number of included individual datasets minus one. A p value can be 
reported for any observed Q value. Q value in the current study was calculated as 172.13. 
Because there were 43 datasets, the degrees of freedom was 42, with which the observed Q 
value was statistically significant (p < .001). The first null hypothesis was rejected. Therefore, 
the results of the included studies were not consistent with one another. As shown in Table 1, 
the correlation coefficients of the included studies presented a wide range of variance in 
strength, from .03 to .71. 
In the follow-up stage, the aim of the meta-analysis is to combine the results of the 
included studies and offer an overall result, taking account of the weighted result of each 
included study. The focus here is to make an inference that embodies an explicit 
generalization beyond the included studies. To this end, the random-effects model can 
facilitate such an inference (Hedges and Vevea 1998). At this stage, the random-effects 
model functions to test the second null hypothesis that the overall result is not statistically 
significant. The second null hypothesis can be tested by Z statistic, which has a different 
statistical meaning from the effect size z. Hedges and colleagues’ algorithm of Z statistic is 
revisited. To highlight the parallel between the formulae used in the initial fixed-effect model 
and the ones used in the follow-up random-effects model, the same notations but with an 
asterisk (*) were used to represent the version in the random-effects model. 
In the random-effects model, Vi
* is the sum of the within-study variance Vi and the 
between-studies variance T2. That is: 
Vi
* = Vi + T
2 
T2 can be computed by the formula: 
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The weight assigned to each study in the random-effects model is: 
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At the significance level of .05 and confidence level of 95%, lower and upper limits for 
the summary effect size can be computed respectively as: 
Lower *96.1
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z
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In the above formulae, the estimated standard error of the summary effect *zSE is the 
square root of the variance of the summary effect size, as shown in the formula: 
** = zz VSE  
The variance of the summary effect size is estimated as the reciprocal of the sum of the 
weights, as shown in the formula: 
∑ *
1
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i
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V  
According to the above algorithm of the random-effects model, the z value of each 
individual study can be summarized into an overall z value. The summary z value in the 
current study was calculated as .34. At the significance level of .05 and confidence level of 
95%, lower and upper limits for the summary effect were computed as .28 and .40 
respectively. The correlation coefficients corresponding to the overall z, the lower z, and the 
upper z were computed as .33, .27, and .38 respectively. That is to say, there is a small to 
medium positive correlation (r = .33) between ethnic identity and HL proficiency across 
different ethnic groups. At the significance level of .05 and the confidence level of 95%, the 
correlation coefficient will fall in between the value of .27 and .38. This is a medium effect, 
ranging in value between .28 and .40.  
Finally, an overall Z value (different from z value) can be computed as follows: 
*
*
z
SE
z
Z   
Under the null hypothesis, Z follows a standard normal distribution with degrees of 
freedom equal to the number of included individual datasets minus one. A p value can be 
reported for any observed Z value. In this study, an overall Z value was computed as 11.58. In 
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standard normal distribution and at the degree of freedom of 42, the observed Z value was 
statistically significant (p < .001). Therefore, the second null hypothesis was rejected. There 
is a statistically significant correlation between ethnic identity and HL proficiency across 
different ethnic groups.  
 
Methodological concerns 
Meta-analysis is an advanced statistical model to synthesize the literature that 
quantitatively speculates a common problem. Consequently, it is a powerful approach to 
‘quantitative literature review’. The current meta-analysis helps to contrast and combine the 
included studies addressing the common issue of the ethnic identity-HL relationship but 
different ethnic groups. By working through these studies, the meta-analysis is attentive to a 
host of methodological challenges behind the investigation of the above-mentioned common 
issue.  
At the sampling level, convenience sampling, snowball sampling, and purposeful 
sampling were often adopted by the included studies. This is because ethnic groups are 
minority groups of people in their resident countries and thus difficult to identify and 
approach. This makes probability sampling strategies hardly practical. Therefore, all of the 
included studies used non-probability sampling methods, which are commonly used in HL 
research (Mu 2014, Kiang 2008, Pao, Wong, and Teuben-Rowe 1997). 
In terms of the sample, an overwhelming proportion of the sampled participants were in 
their years of childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood. Although HLLs have to 
negotiate their complex identities all through their lives, the literature suggests that the 
development and construction of identity starts in childhood, through a particularly salient 
process during adolescence and emerging adulthood. Daniel Levinson (1978) proposes the 
notion of “novice phase” (322-323) to help understand the pre-adulthood years in one’s life 
period and argues that the overriding task of this phase is to move into the adult world and 
build a life structure. During this phase, young people experience a considerable amount of 
change and instability while sorting through various possibilities in their social lives. In this 
vein, the needs for Heritage Language Learners (HLLs) to explore multiple aspects of their 
ethnic identity grow during childhood and adolescence (French et al. 2006). As adolescents 
mature into young adults and become active members of their ethnic communities, patterns of 
self-identification appear particularly important to reflect a critical aspect of their ethnic 
identity (Chinen and Tucker 2005, Kiang 2008). By young adulthood, most HLLs have 
acquired a relatively stable sense of themselves as ethnic group members (Phinney 2006). It 
is over such a salient life period that HLLs are confronted with various perplexities around 
their ethnic identity construction and HL learning. That said, ethnic identity construction 
through HL learning is a life-long project. The literature has seen many ethnic parents 
constantly negotiate the tensions between the macro social language policy and the micro 
family linguistic politics (Curdt-Christiansen 2009, 2013) to help maintain their children’s 
ethnic identity and HL. Some ethnic couples, currently without children, reportedly 
pre-planned to invest in their hypothetical children’s HL learning and ethnic identity 
development (Mu 2013). All of these point to the intergenerational reproduction of ethnic 
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identity and HL – an ongoing process over the life trajectory of HLLs rather than a fixed 
period before young adulthood. 
Also noteworthy about the included samples is that there is an emergent interest in bi- or 
multi-ethnic groups. Elsewhere, colleagues (Hall-Lew and Yaeger-Dror 2014) have observed 
that much recent work evolving from urban western Europe has also documented the rise in 
multi-ethnic repertoires or varieties. This is very informative for future work. The intricacies 
within the subtle multi-layered identities and nuanced inter-nested language practices of 
multi-ethnic groups will bring more diversities and dynamics on the one hand, and more 
potholes and detours on the other hand for future research. 
At the operationalization level, the included studies developed diverse frameworks to 
quantify the intricate and abstract notion of ethnic identity. Many of them were informed by 
Phinney’s (1992) development psychological conceptualization of ethnic identity that 
includes ethnic affirmation, belonging, and exploration. These studies adopted or adjusted 
Phinney’s (1992) Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measure – a powerful scale to gauge the ethnic 
identity of diverse ethnic groups. Some studies followed the cross-cultural psychological 
framework of ‘acculturation’ and hence assessed the sense of integration, assimilation, 
marginalization, or separation of ethnic groups in relation to other relevant reference groups. 
Other studies adhered to the anthropological view of ethnic identity in relation to unequal 
treatment, peoplehood, ascribed membership, physical and cultural inclinations, and practice 
of endogamy (Bankston and Zhou 1995); or the sociological view of ethnic identity as 
durable and transposable dispositions and embodied propensities rooted in cultural history 
(Mu 2012). Still others used attitudinal measures of cultural values, perceived importance of 
ethnic membership and vitality, or simply self-categorized ethnic identity. Taken together, the 
included studies have suggested that the notion of ethnic identity is conceptually rich and 
elusive. It becomes even more complex when linked to HL. 
At the measurement level, included studies either assessed HL proficiency or drew on 
the self-reporting strategy. There are contrasting views towards the self-reporting approach to 
measuring subject achievement. On the one hand, the meta-analysis conducted by Kuncel, 
Credé, and Thomas (2005) challenged the accuracy of self-reported academic grades, ranks 
and test scores. Specifically, MacIntyre, Noels, and Clément (1997) seemed to indicate the 
biases in the self-reported/rated second language proficiency. On the other hand, many other 
studies have found self-reported subject achievement to be remarkably consistent with actual 
achievement (Anaya 1999, Cassady 2001, Cole and Gonyea 2010). In particular, 
self-reporting measures have been found to correlate highly with direct measures of HL 
ability (Kang and Kim 2012, Oh and Fuligni 2010). In line with the later view, self-reporting 
is a commonly used approach to measuring language proficiency in large-scale questionnaire 
studies where the direct testing of language proficiency is difficult (Phinney et al. 2001). 
Despite of the difference in measurement, the included studies have made an attempt to 
gauge HL listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills as a proxy measure of the overall 
HL proficiency. Regarding the measurement of ethnic identity, the included studies 
consistently adopted self-reporting instruments. Despite the prevalent use of self-reporting to 
gauge the notion of ethnic identity, Noels (2014) suggests some caveats regarding the 
self-reporting strategy, such as the language used in the instrument, the relationship between 
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the researcher and the researched, the possible gap between the response and the actual 
opinion, and the unintended reference group effect. The point here is not whether to 
self-report or not, but where self-reporting is used, whether it is attentive to the issues raised 
above. 
At the contextual level, all the included studies set their scenes in English speaking 
countries, namely the US, Canada, the UK, and Australia. However, cultural and linguistic 
diversity not only exist in these major English-speaking countries. Instead, a wealth of 
cultural and linguistic resources is available in many parts of the world through their 
culturally and linguistically diverse population, particularly their ethnic population. This 
diversity develops with the world's ongoing transition from a geographically separate, 
socially distinct, linguistically unintelligible and culturally heterogeneous space to an 
interconnected and intermingled one. How ethnic groups are negotiating tensions around their 
ethnic identity construction and HL language development is a global issue, which is no 
longer restricted to particular territories. Nevertheless, there is a dearth of relevant research 
conducted outside the major English-speaking countries. Although the result of this 
meta-analysis supported the general effect of the relationship between ethnic identity and HL, 
further confirmation or investigation regarding other ethnic groups in many other parts of the 
world can add breath and scope to the existing knowledge. 
 
Theoretical considerations 
Problems around ethnic identity construction and HL loss, formation, maintenance, and 
development have gained scholarly attention from different camps of schools – 
predominantly social psychological, poststructural, and sociological schools. The included 
studies in the meta-analysis largely consider ethnic identity with respect to self-identification, 
self-categorization, and self-perceptions and draw on an individualistic position to 
quantitatively predict the linear relationship between ethnic identity and HL. In this vein, 
these studies resonate with the social psychological perspective. Nevertheless, the social 
psychological quantitative linear view seems to overlook the complex relationship between 
ethnic identity and HL. 
A poststructural input can enrich the literature regarding ethnic identity and HL link. 
HLLs may be mistaken for native speakers of their HL in some situations, but may also be 
criticized for their incomplete mastery of the HL in other situations (Ang 2001). This results 
in a challenge, more or less, for HLLs to find a comfortable way of living within the 
overlapping boundaries of western culture and their heritage culture. This challenges leads to 
the ambiguity in HLLs’ ethnic identity and their commitment to HL learning. This is an 
ambiguity about how they position themselves and how they have been positioned, 
sometimes unfavorably and sometimes in contradictory ways, by their family members, their 
peers, and their communities. In response to the challenge and ambiguity, they were often 
found to study HL to re-establish either similarities with ethnic members or differences from 
members of mainstream western culture, and they were committed not merely to inheriting 
their HL and maintaining their cultural identity but also to transforming their HL and 
recreating their identity (He 2006). This indicated that HLLs’ identity construction through 
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HL learning across time and space is a socialisation process with multiple agencies, 
directions, and goals. This is particularly true in diasporic contexts where identities cannot be 
envisioned in any unified or homogeneous way. Rather, it is a diverse, heterogeneous, and 
ultimately precarious hybridity (Ang 2001). 
However, the poststructuralist concept of multiple identities without foundational basis 
has its limitations (Luke 2009). The assumption that human identity is wholly malleable and 
that the body can be styled to assume an invented identity runs into problems when faced 
with the durability of human beings’ internal schemata (Luke 2009). The body does 
remember so that human beings remain in many ways the products of kinship and blood 
(Luke 2009). As suggested by the social psychological literature, embodied propensities and 
inclinations are individual and internal characteristics. They are measurable so that their 
relation to HL can be predictable. At the same time, HLLs’ ways of thinking, being, and 
doing are shaped, reshaped, and socially constructed, as evident in the poststructural literature, 
so that the relationship between their ethnic identity and HL learning is contingent on 
external conditions. In summary, both social psychological and poststructural schools offer 
meaningful insights into the relationship between ethnic identity and HL, while they 
inevitably receive critiques from other perspectives. To reconcile the tensions between the 
social psychological ‘inside-out’ approach and the poststructural ‘outside-in’ approach, 
Bourdieu’s sociological notion of habitus can offer a useful theoretical tool (Mu 2014). As a 
set of embodied dispositions, habitus is “durable and transposable”, rooted in the “structured 
structures” of cultural history; at the same time, it is not immutable but adaptable, 
internalizing the “structuring structures” of the social world (Bourdieu 1977, 72). In this vein, 
when used in ethnic identity and HL research, the notion of habitus has the potential to 
dissolve a plethora of oppositions between the social psychological and poststructural 
schools. 
 
Conclusion 
This meta-analysis revealed that findings from the included studies presented different 
results in the strength and the significance level of the correlation between ethnic identity and 
HL proficiency across different ethnic groups. The effect size of these studies is statistically 
significantly different. This difference is because the included studies were conducted in 
different cultural contexts and social spaces, following different research design, and 
regarding different ethnic groups that consist of diverse ethnic individuals with different 
demographic features and sociocultural backgrounds. Given these inconsistent results, the 
meaning of each individual study will have to be restricted to its own context where its 
findings emerged. As such, individual studies, separately, have limited power to shed light on 
the common research field and have struggled to answer this question: To what extent is there 
a correlation between ethnic identity and HL proficiency in general? By taking account of the 
weighting of sample size and effect size in different studies in a standardized way, this 
meta-analysis can make a more powerful estimation of the relationship between ethnic 
identity and HL proficiency in more general and broader contexts. This estimation is based 
on the synthesis of 43 individual datasets, including 3,439 individuals from at least 14 ethnic 
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groups and thus it is considered more reliable and valid. In conclusion, this meta-analysis 
helps to claim that there is a statistically significant small to medium positive correlation 
between ethnic identity and HL proficiency across different ethnic groups (r = .33, p < .05). 
In general, this is a medium effect (z = .34). 
The conclusion drawn from the meta-analysis is a powerful one because the 
meta-analysis helps to work through various sociocultural contexts, different methodological 
design, and diverse ethnic groups. The conclusion points to the inherent ethnic identity-HL 
link. This helps to understand the idiosyncratic features associated with HLLs and provide 
some practical implications for teaching HL. To address the special needs of HLLs in 
language classrooms, policy and empirical work is emerging (ACARA 2011, Webb and 
Miller 2000). Nevertheless, the mutually constitutive effect between ethnic identity and HL 
can never be oversimplified. As suggested by the result of this meta-analysis, the correlation 
between ethnic identity and HL only demonstrates a moderate strength. This indicates that 
ethnic identity and HL are neither completely dependent on, nor fully free of, each other. 
Many other individual features and social structures may all come to shape the ethnic 
identity-HL link. Gender, age, generation, race, color, social class, family, community, and 
society may all complicate the ethnic identity-HL link. To understand the nature and 
dynamics behind this relationship, pluralistic research methods across quantitative and 
qualitative spectra and diverse theoretical approaches across social psychological, 
poststructural, sociological, and many other domains are required. 
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Table 1. Summary of included studies in the meta-analysis 
 
Study Ethnic groups ni ri 
Measures 
Ethnic identity HL proficiency 
1 
Bankston and 
Zhou (1995) 
Vietnamese American 
Grade 9-12 
387 .44** 
Unequal treatment; identifiable physical and 
cultural traits; sense of peoplehood and 
ascribed membership; practice of endogamy 
Self-reported reading and writing 
2 Chinen (2004) 
Japanese American 
Grade 7-11 
60 .33** 
Ethnic attitudes, belonging, and achievement; 
ethnic behaviours and practices; 
self-categorised ethnic identity 
Task-based self-assessed listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing 
3 
Chinen and 
Tucker (2005) 
Japanese American 
Grade 7-11 
31 .44* 
Ethnic attitudes, belonging, and achievement; 
ethnic behaviours and practices 
Task-based self-assessed listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing 
4 
Feuerverger 
(1989) 
Jewish Canadian 
Grade 9 & 11 and university 
students 
486 .30*** 
Subjective ethnic identity and perceptions of 
the salience of ethnic membership 
Self-perceived listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing 
479 .31*** 
Self-perceived listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing compared to others 
5 
Gibbons and 
Ramirez (2004) 
Hispanic Australian 
Age 12-19 
106 
.07 
Self-categorised ethnic identity 
Tested command of spelling and accents 
.10 
Tested command of vocabulary and the 
complex morphology 
.03 
Tested command of the academic register 
of history 
.10 
Tested command of the academic register 
of science 
.07 Speaking assessed by a panel 
.39*** Tasked-based self-assessment 
6 
Giles and 
Johnson (1987) 
Welsh English 
Age 17 
34 .56* Sense of importance of ethnic identity 
Short-term HL maintenance; task-based 
attitudes to HL use 
7 Hong (2010) Korean American 322 .42* Ethnic affirmation, belonging, and HL use in different contexts; self-reported 
17 
 
Age 18-30 commitment; ethnic exploration listening, speaking, reading, and writing 
8 
Kang and Kim 
(2012) 
Korean American 
Age 18-39 
30 
.44* 
Ethnic culture vitality 
Actual speaking output quantity 
.62** Actual speaking output quality 
.62** Self-reported speaking 
.40* Actual writing output quantity 
.30 Actual writing output quality 
.53** Self-reported writing 
9 Kiang (2008) 
Chinese American 
Age 18-32 
242 
.35*** Ethnic affirmation and belonging 
HL use in different contexts 
.18** Ethnic achievement and exploration 
10 Lee (2002) 
Korean American 
Age 17-26 
40 .44** 
Sense of ethnic vitality; ethnic cultural 
oriented inclinations 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing, as well as pragmatic skills; 
HL use in different contexts 
11 
Maloof, Rubin, 
and Miller 
(2006) 
Vietnamese American 
Age 9-18 
33 
.02 
Attitudes to ethnic culture, pride in ethnic 
culture, and importance of participating in the 
ethnic culture 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing, as well as tasked-based 
communicative ability; HL use in 
different cultural contexts; listening, 
speaking, reading and writing reported by 
teachers 
.36* 
Ethnic belonging; beliefs of ethnolinguistic 
vitality 
.10 Perceptions of ethnic values 
12 Mehri (2011) 
Bi-racial Chinese American 
Age 19-58 
97 .40** Ethnic exploration and commitment 
Self-reported speaking and frequency of 
spoken HL use 
13 Mu (2012) 
Chinese Australian 
Age 18-35 
230 .71** 
Embodied cultural dispositions; durable and 
transposable traditional values 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing 
14 Nelson (2012)1 
Mono-ethnic group 199 .12* 
Ethnic affirmation and belonging; ethnic 
exploration and commitment 
Self- reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing 
Bi-ethnic (primary ethnicity) 156 .28*** 
Bi-ethnic (secondary ethnicity) 154 .28*** 
Multi-ethnic (primary ethnicity) 117 .30*** 
Multi-ethnic (secondary ethnicity) 119 .17* 
Multi-ethnic (tertiary ethnicity) 122 .39*** 
18 
 
15 
Noels, Pon, and 
Clement (1996) 
Chinese Canadian 
Age 17-38 
179 .47*** Degree of identification with ethnic group 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing 
16 
Oh and Au 
(2005) 
Latin American 
2nd college year 
55 
.35* 
Ethnic affirmation and belonging 
Assessed narrative accent 
.35* Assessed phoneme accent 
.27 Assessed narrative grammar 
.21 Assessed grammaticality judgments 
17 
Oh and Fuligni 
(2010) 
Latin and Asian American 
Grade 9 
414 
.30*** 
Ethnic affirmation, belonging, and 
commitment 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading 
and writing 
.26*** Ethnic exploration 
18 
Phinney et al. 
(2001)2 
Armenian Americans 81 .49*** 
Ethnic affirmation and belonging; ethnic 
exploration 
Self-reported listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing 
Vietnamese Americans 47 .55*** 
Mexican Americans 88 .22* 
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<0.001 
Notes:  
1. Participants were universities students, ranging from year one to year five.  
2. Participants were school students, with a mean age of 14.86. 
 
